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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines Circle of Friends and the impacts of long term participation (greater
than 2 years) in the program. Participants were selected from a Circle of Friends group that met
weekly from 2012-2017 in the lower Midwest. There were 5 white female participants ranging in
ages of 21-22 at the time of the interviews. Participants completed interview questions focusing
on friendship, the COF program, and the impacts it had on them. Interviews were then
transcribed and coded. Many of the participants discussed what it means to be a friend, including
the specific activities of friendship, such as eating meals together, participating in activities
together, and enjoying the daily tasks of life in the company of each other. The study also
indicates that participation in COF gives students a space to openly talk about any issues in their
lives that they wanted advice on, creating deeper connections and lasting friendships for the
members.
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Introduction and Literature Review

Having friendships is one of the best ways to facilitate the social development for any
child, and this is especially true for students with a disability (Berndt, 2002). Berndt’s (2002)
research indicates how not only the presence of a friendship, but particularly the presence of a
high quality friendship can lessen children’s tendencies to imitate shy or withdrawn behavior.
Berndt also discusses how the presence of a high quality friendship can magnify the influence of
positive attitudes and behaviors (2002). Having a close friendship may also help develop a
student's social competence and feelings of acceptance (Meyer & Ostrosky, 2016). Many of these
skills that start off being a feature of friendship can extend into other relationships beyond the
initial friendship (Smollar & Youniss, 1982). Smollar and Youniss also discuss how, through the
building of friendships, students are able to take those skills and apply them to other situations,
resulting in a positive impact in their social skills and development.
Another benefit of friendship is the growth in self-esteem for students (Berndt, 2002).
Keefe and Berndt (1996) discuss how not only can the presence of a friendship positively impact
students’ self-esteem, but the absence of meaningful friendships can also lower a student’s view
of themselves and are more likely to view their own actions as inappropriate and become
increasingly unsatisfied with their appearance. Keefe and Berndt (1996) also discuss how the
quality of the friendship, not simply the amounts of friendships had, can affect the impact it has
on a student, with higher quality friendships having more positive impacts reported.
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Brent et al. (2014) indicated that friendship may not just be something we want, but
something we require to be a healthy human. This study goes on to discuss the friendship found
in animals, which suggests the concept of friendship to be not only something that is perhaps
evolutionary, but something that leads to actual adaptive benefits. Insel and Fernald (2004) also
indicate that socialization provided by friendship provides a neurobiological basis for future
relationships. Brent et al. (2014) claims that disrupting these patterns can lead to health
problems, showing just how crucial these connections are to the well-being of an individual.
Wehmeyer describes the need for belonging and human connection as essential, and gives
friendship as the most effective way to fulfill those needs (2015).

The Definition of Friendship
Defining friendship is crucial as a building block to understanding the nature of this
study. One important baseline aspect of friendship is the ability to spend time with someone with
low levels of conflict (Berndt, 2002). Berndt goes on to define friendship as having high levels of
prosocial behavior and intimacy. Friendship also must have the element of enjoyment whilst
spending time with the person, and cannot simply be a willingness to be around them (Demir &
Özdemir, 2010). Rossetti and Keenan (2018) define a friend as someone who is loyal, kind, and
likes the same things as you. This definition of friendship is wide, and is the first necessary
component of defining a functional friendship between people.
Though a solid first step, the ability to spend time with someone without having conflict
is not the only requirement for friendship. Friendship can also be defined by the activities and
conversations the individuals have. Demir and Özdemir also discuss the support found in
friendships, a support that goes two ways (2010). The study goes on to give more activities and
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conversation topics of friendship, including the ability and willingness to converse about day to
day activities, as well as the deeper and more profound intricacies of life, not limited to
problems, questions, ideas, and giving advice when asked. This goes hand in hand with
Bukowski et al.’s functions of friendship, which includes features such as validation, moral
development, and protection from risk factors, which further flesh out the outcomes of a fully
formed friendship (2009).

Friendship and Disability
Nearly a quarter of respondents with disabilities said they felt lonely on a typical day,
with 65% responding that they would like more social interactions (Tracey, 2015). Many of these
respondents reported low self-esteem and even lying to others about having a better social life
than they do. Tracey (2015) discusses nearly 59% of adults with autism find it difficult to make
friends, with nearly 25% of them claiming to have no friends at all, and the number rising to
almost one third when respondents have autism paired with another learning disability.
Friendship for students with a disability results in meaningful, reciprocal relationships
(Rossetti, 2011). Rossetti (2011) suggests that, while these friendships do happen, they can and
should be more commonplace than they are now. Support is also beneficial in beginning and
maintaining the friendship (Meyer & Ostrosky, 2016).
There are many similarities found in friendships between students without disabilities and
in friendships between students with and without disabilities, such as the ability to assist friends,
the enjoyment of spending time with them, participating in activities together, and liking the
same things (Rossetti & Keenan, 2018). These are traits that are found in friendships whether the
student has a disability or not. Rossetti and Keenan (2018) discuss how the friendships formed
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for students with a disability can fulfill the same needs as friendships formed between students
who are developing typically.
One of the differences between friendships of typically developing students and their
peers with severe disabilities is a lower level of engagement, especially in the younger years
(Rossetti & Keenan, 2018). Rossetti (2011) finds that communication can be a barrier when it
comes to forming these friendships as well, as there are more likely to be issues communicating
between the students depending on the disability the student has. Perhaps the largest difference
for friendships for students with a disability is the inclination for the student without a disability
to assume a “helper” role as opposed to being equal friends (Rossetti, 2011). The study finds that
in order for there to be a friendship that is as beneficial as possible, it is important for both
students to see themselves as equal in the friendship and be there not just for the helping aspect,
but for the aspect of enjoyment as well. For a true, mutually beneficial relationship, there has to
be enjoyment in the time spent together by both parties (Rossetti & Keenan, 2018). By
identifying these differences, we will be better able to address them in order to create the most
natural and beneficial friendship possible.

How to Create Friendships
One way to help create friendships for students with disabilities is by assisting in the
facilitation of them (Turnbull et al., 1999). Turnbull et al.’s (1999) study looks at specifically
parent assistance in the lives of their children, and how the amount of successful friendships
increases when the parents facilitate to help them achieve a more active social life. It discusses
how, when opportunities are found and taken by the parents to help facilitate, it is more likely to
result in a successful relationship. Taking opportunities as they are presented as opposed to

4

trying to force a relationship to happen is likely to have a more favorable outcome (Turnbull et
al., 1999).
Another way to assist in creating meaningful friendships is by giving the students the
opportunity to spend time together in groups (Turnbull et al., 1999). This study shows that
students were more likely to create friendships when given the opportunity to spend time with
multiple children as opposed to trying to prioritize friendship with a specific individual. Turnbull
et al. emphasizes the importance of having a wide variety of students to choose from to make a
friend (1999).

Programs Designed to Assist Students with Disabilities’ Friendships
Best Buddies is a student-lead group for high school students that strives to promote
interactions and friendships between students with developmental disabilities and their
nondisabled peers. It functions by recruiting chapter leaders and participants, holding regular
meetings, and matching students into 1 on 1 pairs to participate in structured and unstructured
activities (Lehman, 2002). Lehman (2002) illustrated positive impacts for students who directly
participated in the program, along with mild impacts for students who were indirectly involved,
such as every student reporting having at least one friend directly involved in the program.
Another program designed to assist students with disabilities’ friendships is Peer
Buddies. There have been over 850 studies on the Peer Buddies program. Peer Buddies is a
program specifically designed for high school students that incorporates peer tutoring into the
class schedule of the students who participate in the group, along with outside social events, such
as recreational sports and lunch groups (Hughes et al., 1999). Peer Buddies has been shown to be
successful in creating a growth in social skills and appropriate social responses after successfully
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developing relationships with the general education students (Copeland et al., 2002). The
program has been successful in creating and maintaining friendships with the students who
participate through vocational classes, academic classes, school clubs, attending community
events, and visiting each others’ homes (Hughes et al., 1999).
Friendship Club is an additional program designed to assist friendship building for
students with disabilities. Tillman and Prazak (2019) discuss positive outcomes for students aged
6-12 such as friendships made, communication skills, interpersonal skills, and abilities such as
conflict management. Students meet weekly at their school to practice social skills required for
maintaining relationships. Friendship club has been shown through studies to be beneficial for
facilitating the integration of social skills for students who struggle as identified by parents and
the students themselves (Tillman & Prazak, 2019).

Defining The Circle of Friends Program
The Circle of Friends (COF) program was created in 1999 and began in Santa Monica
High School (Samohi) (Circle of Friends, 2021a). In this first group, there was a student with
Down Syndrome who, though was integrated in classes with peers and struggled to make
connections with those around him. By creating a “circle” of two to three peers around him, he
eventually became friends with his peers (Circle of Friends, 2021a). The success of the first
group led to more groups being founded, eventually spreading across states and growing into the
full program it is today.
The program’s goals include addressing the social and emotional needs of the students
and assisting in their safety. The program seeks to provide strategies to help teachers connect
with their students, inspire compassion and self-advocacy to create student-led change. The COF
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is designed to improve student engagement, as well as boost teacher morale and positively
impact the school climate (Circle of Friends, 2021b). In doing this, friendships can be fostered
between the students who participate in the program and a deeper understanding can be reached
about disability and what it is that makes people the same or different (Circle of Friends, 2021b).

Research on the Circle of Friends Program
Circle of Friends has shown promise in increasing levels of social inclusion for students
with a disability (Frederickson & Turner, 2003). Research on the COF program has shown
success in the short term (12 weeks) and medium term (5 months) with preschool aged students
(Kalyva & Avramidis, 2005). Frederickson et al. (2005) assessed medium term (18 weeks later)
impacts of a Circle of Friends group created for fourteen 6-11 year old students. This study
resulted in an increase in the social inclusion of the focus children after assessing the impacts 18
weeks after the last meeting.
The Kalyva and Avramidis (2005) study found significantly higher successful friendship
responses and initiation rates in children who participated in the intervention group as opposed to
the control group who did not receive the intervention. The study assessed the outcome both
right after the intervention and during a later follow up 2 months later for short and mid term
results. Kalyva and Avramidis conclude by stating that the program can be a powerful
intervention that can improve the social skills of children, including their ability to communicate,
however further research is needed to examine the long term benefits of COF for students
(2005).
Barrett and Randall (2004) discusses a COF intervention that lasted 6 weeks, stating that
though progress was made, the limited nature of the progress could have been due to the short
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timespan. The study suggests that in order for more progress in levels of peer acceptance to be
made, a longer time spent in the group may be beneficial. Due to the shortened time, there was
also not much opportunity for the teacher to interact much with the group, which also could have
been a contributing factor for limited growth during the duration of the group (Barrett & Randall,
2004). This study suggests that longer time spent with the group and more time spent with
teacher intervention may increase the amount of peer acceptance change seen.

The Need for the Circle of Friends Program and Participants
Circle of Friends has been shown to be a highly effective model for strengthening social
skills and inclusionary practices for the students who participate in the program (Circle of
Friends, 2021c). The program includes key components that are endorsed by the National
Autism Center and the National Professional Development Center on Autism Spectrum Disorder,
such as natural teaching strategies, modeling, social narratives, social skills training, and peer
mediated instruction and intervention (Circle of Friends, 2021c).
In 2019, 33% of students in the United States reported being bullied, with students with
disabilities being 2-3 times more likely to experience bullying (Circle of Friends, 2021d).
Bullying has been seen to decrease 57% of the time when a peer intervenes (Circle of Friends,
2021d). According to COF, engaging students with meaningful and inclusive activities and
giving all students the opportunity to increase their social competence is one of the best ways to
boost inclusive practices and help curb bullying (2021). Every student who participates in this
program receives training regarding the knowledge and skills of how to prevent bullying, better
include those around them, develop emotional intelligence, problem solving, and teamwork
(Circle of Friends, 2021e). These supports are provided by the program advisors and by spending
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intentional time with those around them. Students also increase their own awareness,
understanding, and acceptance of disabilities and other differences found in those around them,
creating a better school environment as a whole and impacting the lives of the individual
students (Circle of Friends, 2021e).

Purpose
The purposes of this study are to answer the following questions: Based on the
participation in COF for two or more years, what are their perceptions of participation in the
program? What are the perceptions of Circle of Friends participants regarding friendship,
disability, and benefits of the COF program?
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Methodology

Methods of Research
The study is a qualitative study of a phenomenon, focusing on the lived experiences and
testimonies of those interviewed. According to Neubauer et al. (2019), a phenomenon study is a
form of one in which the focus is the lived experiences of an individual. The phenomenon
studied was long-term COF participation (greater than or equal to 2 years).
Interview questions were created based on the researcher’s autoethnography of the time
in the group. An autoethnography is defined by Ellis et al. (2011) as, “an approach to research
and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto)
in order to understand cultural experience (ethno)” (p. 1). The autoethnography revealed the
most prevalent lived experiences and outcomes of the program were simply how natural and
unassuming at the time. The student for whom the group was formed was not seen as “other,”
rather simply as another one of the group. What began as a seemingly routine group meeting
slowly became more apparent as a matter of importance with time spent in the group and the
experience that came with it. Another main theme that became known was the growth of the
depth of relationships had between those who participated in the program.
The interview questions based on the autoethnography, focused on the following: a.)
participants’ views on disability and inclusion, b.) if those with a disability are more similar or
different to those without a disability, c.) if the time spent in COF helped to form those opinions.
Other questions were formed to determine if group experience had an affect on the quality of
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friendships that were grown during the time. The interview questions hoped to discern the
perceived outcomes, positive or negative, of the program. Interview questions can be found in
Appendix A.
The study went through the process of receiving IRB approval before data was collected.
Participants filled out a consent form prior to the study being conducted, which can be found in
Appendix B. The interviews were conducted over video conference and the responses were
recorded and later transcribed. The interviews are described more in depth in the data generation
section.

Participants
The participants consisted of five members of the same COF group that met from 7th to
12th grade during the course of 2012-2017. The researcher was part of this COF group. Three of
the participants, including the student for whom the group was formed, attended all six years.
The student for which the group was formed has autism spectrum disorder. Of the other two
participants, one attended the first three years, and the other the last two years. A table describing
the all white female participants is below (Table 1). To uphold confidentiality, the participants
have been assigned a number.
At the time the study had been conducted, all of the participants had graduated and were
out of the program for 3 ½ years. All of the participants with the exception of participant 4 were
in their fourth year of undergraduate at the time of the study.

Table 1
Interview Participants
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Participant Number

Number of

Grades Participated

Years Participated

Years in COF
Participant 1

6

7th-12th

2012-2017

Participant 2

6

7th-12th

2012-2017

Participant 3

3

7th-9th

2012-2014

Participant 4*

6

7th-12th

2012-2017

2

11th-12th

2016-2017

Student with Disability
Participant 5

Setting
The research was conducted via teleconference. The interview participants reside in the
lower midwest portion of the United States. They attended a public school district while
participating in COF. At the time that these participants attended school, 7th grade was housed at
the middle school, 8th and 9th grades at the junior high school, and 10th-12th grades at the high
school, so the group spanned three buildings and four special education teachers who headed the
group.
Currently, the school district has approximately 5,400 students ranging from preschool to
12th grade (Parent, Senior, Alum, 2020). At least 51% of students in the district are proficient in
math and 53% in reading, as recorded by the state assessment test (Parent, Senior, Alum, 2020).
Thirty five percent of the student population is receiving free or reduced lunch. The student to
teacher ratio is 17:1. 91% of the student population is White, with 3.6% of the students being
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Multiracial, 2.3% Hispanic, and 2.2% African American. Forty eight percent of the students are
female and 52% male. The median household income in the district is $58,292 and median rent
is $844 with median home value at $160,400.

Data Generation
Interviews were conducted from September 2-11, 2020. The interview consisted of the
researcher and the interviewee in a recorded private video meeting. The participants all signed
forms before their interview that explained their confidentiality would be upheld and they had a
right to end participation at any time. The average interview lasted approximately 15 minutes,
with 20 questions being asked. After the interviews were conducted, the recordings were stored
securely and transcribed by the researcher in order to maintain confidentiality. The researcher
transcribed the interviews.

Data Analysis
Coding
An inductive coding method was used for the coding process, creating the codes as they
appeared and without having a set list of codes ready to apply beforehand (Saldaña, 2011). Once
the interviews were transcribed, the researcher began the coding process by rereading the
transcriptions of the interviews. The interviews were gone through phrase by phrase and broken
down into single word or phrase codes. After creating codes for every interview, the frequency of
each code’s occurrence was counted. The researcher created a chart of all the codes and sorted
them into categories. The researcher member checked with their university supervisor to make
sure the coding had agreement. The university supervisor and researcher helped generate specific
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categories based on the codes. Once the codes were in categories, quotes that supported the most
frequent codes were found and organized.

Analyzing
After placing the codes into categories, the researcher determined which ones were the
most prominent and created overarching sections consisting of friendship, disability, program
strengths, program weaknesses, and outcomes. Every code was then sorted into one or more of
those categories. This method is called content analysis.

14

Results

The participant interviews indicated the following categories: friendship, disability,
program strengths, program weaknesses, and program outcomes. Each category will be
introduced with a quote as well as a table that indicates the items that were integrated to create
that overall category.
Friendship
I would say a relationship is between people… it’s just a bond between people that trust
each other and like each other… I think of relationships as a positive because you don’t
really have relationships with people you don’t like or who you don’t want to be around.
You have to want to be around someone and spend time with them if you want a
relationship with someone. (Participant 2)
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Table 2
Friendship Category with Associated Codes
Code

Activity of Friendship

Reliability, Accountability

Friendship as a Choice, Choice of
Time

Frequency

Quote

25

Hanging out, we went to bonfires, before
Circle of Friends we were all in Girl
Scouts together, but Circle of Friends
specifically allowed us to be able to hang
out together outside of school. (Participant
3)

22

I think it strengthened our relationship a
lot, um, and I think it helped show
Participant 4 that she could lean on us and
gave her a safe space if she needed to talk
about any problems. (Participant 1)
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Friendship is just whenever you trust
someone a lot and you just want to be
around them a lot and they just… they
make you feel good. They make you feel
safe and secure and you just want to be
around them. (Participant 2)

One of the largest repeated topics to come from the interviews is what constitutes an
activity of friendship. Many of the interviews discuss what friends do together, such as common
activities, discussion topics, and the choice of time spent at school. These activities are typically
rather casual, including things such as playing games, having bonfires, making crafts, and talking
around the school lunch table. Participant 4, when discussing time spent in Circle of Friends,
stated, “My most favorite thing was in Mrs. Anderson’s (this is a pseudonym) class. We did a
craft. Kinda like a picture frame, you know, with all of us in it. Decorated it, wrote something on
it.” Participating in these activities was stated to have helped grow the friendships while also
being enjoyable. Even something as common as working on homework had been described as an
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activity of friendship when done together. There were planned activities, such as birthday parties
and bonfires, and more spontaneous, informal activities, including “hanging out” and “just
talking” at a moment’s notice whenever the opportunity arose. Friendship and the everyday
activities of it are what create a lasting and deep relationship, as was mentioned the most, as
opposed to the large, formal events. Though supplemental and still an enjoyable occurrence, four
out of five participants discussed impactful activities were the casual discussions and impromptu
meetings between friends.
When discussing friendship, the traits of a friend that were most frequently deemed
important were reliability and accountability (4 out of 5 participants indicated this). Reliability in
a friendship was so important that it pervaded the very definition of it given by two interviewees,
stating, “I would say having someone that you can count on. Someone that you enjoy spending
time with and just someone you can coexist with peacefully,” (Participant 1) and, “being there
when they are going through things… just being there with them through that and having
empathy” (Participant 3). The ability to rely on someone and know that they will “be there for
you” when you need it, whether it be assisting with problems, giving advice, or simply being a
listening ear, is an integral part of what it means to be in a friendship.
Friendship was discussed not as something that is magical and can only happen between
certain people in the right conditions. Friendship was discussed as a conscious choice, with
implications that anyone can become friends with whomever they choose, so long as both parties
see friendship as a choice, as discussed by participants 2, 3, and 5. The choice of how time is
spent was a large part of the responses on friendships, both with spending time with people as a
choice in current friendships as a way to enjoy and maintain them, and as a catalyst for creating
new friendships. This definition of friendship allows for deep and meaningful friendships to be

17

formed between any two willing people. The friends of Participant 5 “were the people that we
gravitated towards when we had a choice of who we were with at school, that’s who we would
choose to be around.” Students can choose to spend time with whomever they please, giving the
opportunity to form friendships with anyone, regardless of ability level or a seemingly
disability-caused social barrier.
I would say more towards the beginning I saw her as someone who was more different
than me because I felt that I couldn’t understand exactly all of her thought processes, or I
think we, or just anybody else, we see the world through a very different lens. So yeah, I
would say definitely different than me, but there’s still a lot of similarities, and that’s
what Circle of Friends really did, was facilitate how we are more similar. (Participant 3)
This definition of friendship encourages friendships between students with and without
disabilities, because regardless of ability or difference, the choice of how to spend one’s free time
is something they can give.

Disability
“I’m gonna say that they’re the same, because I can’t be the only different one”
(Participant 4).
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Table 3
Disability Category with Associated Codes
Code

Sameness

Difference, Deviates from the
Norm

Impact of Disability

Frequency

Quote

16

We always knew that Participant 4 had autism
and we knew that, but it didn’t make her… I
mean, it kind of made her a little bit different
because that’s the whole reason we were there,
to kind of help her and help her socialize, but it
wasn’t a big issue or anything like that. So of
course I knew she had autism but it wasn’t
anything crazy. I didn’t see her as different.
(Participant 2)
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Honestly, I would say more towards the
beginning I saw her as someone who was more
different than me because I felt that I couldn’t
understand exactly all of her thought processes,
or I think we, or just anybody else, we see the
world through a very different lens. So yeah, I
would say definitely different than me, but
there’s still a lot of similarities, and that’s what
Circle of Friends really did, was facilitate how
we are more similar. (Participant 3)

6

...learning more about them and understanding
all aspects of their… like, what they go through
and if you do have an added disability or
something, just being there with them through
that and having empathy, being able to be in
their shoes. (Participant 3)

Though a disability can have a large impact on someone’s life, people can view it in
vastly different ways. People with disabilities can be seen as different, or they can be seen as
different in the same way that other people are different from one another. “I never really saw her
as different than me. Maybe having different needs than me, but, I mean, everyone has needs.
We’re all just people” (Participant 1). Acknowledging a difference between people with
19

disabilities and those without does not inherently imply a consequential difference. The lens
through which one views people with disabilities is an important factor. If viewed through the
lens of disability as something larger than the person, the difference may seem too big to
overcome. But when looking at the person first, as opposed to simply the presence of a
difference, it is more common to see the disability as simply another difference between humans
in a very diverse and nonhomogeneous world. In a world of differences between people, the
choice of how to define a true “difference” consequential enough to be aside from the norm is
seemingly up to the individual.
Though many similarities exist between those with a disability and those without, there
are still differences that can affect the everyday life of those with disabilities. However, these
differences are not always bad. As Participant 2 saw it, “A disability is just whenever you have to
live your life a different way than what people normally have to. So you just kind of have to
conform to a difference in your life.” Differences between individuals with and without
disabilities don’t always mean that they cannot still spend time together in the same circles and
participate in the same activities. Those with a disability are not incapable of overcoming the
differences in a way that allows them to interact with and be in the same spaces as those without
disabilities.
The way a disability impacts how those around someone with a disability views them can
vary from person to person. For many of the Circle members who spent time with the group
consistently for many years, disability became something that was not often thought of. “Yeah, I
mean, I don't think any of us really saw her as, like… I think when we were with her, it was just
like, ‘Oh, it’s Participant 4,’ it wasn’t like, you don’t consciously think about how she has a
disability or anything” (Participant 5). Though they knew the disability was there, it didn’t lead
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to any large negative impressions within the members of the group. As opposed to the first trait
that comes to mind when thinking of the student with autism, they were simply themselves, a
person who happened to have a disability. They were not seen as someone who is defined by
their disability, but rather as a friend just like any other. How the members viewed her was not
through the lens of a disability, but through first and foremost, the lens of friendship.

Program Strengths
“The biggest benefit for me was seeing how Participant 4 improved and how happy she
was in Circle of Friends and how much she enjoyed it” (Participant 2).
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Table 4
Program Strength Category with Associated Codes
Code

Informal, Casual, Natural, Organic

Mutually Beneficial, Personal
Growth

Enjoyment

Frequency

Quote

19

It was definitely more natural. The teachers
didn’t pressure us into anything or they
didn’t say “You need to do this for
Participant 4, say this, do that” it was more
just like “Hey, come in here, hang out,
have fun with Participant 4” and just help
her socialize. (Participant 2)

11

I don’t think I really understood the scope
of it and how important it really was for
Participant 4. At first I was like, “oh, it’s a
time we can all just be together and that’s
fine,” but you know, as we got older, I was
like, “oh, this is super important for
Participant 4 and it is benefitting her” and I
just kind of saw the importance of it as we
got older. (Participant 2)

11

I always looked forward to Circle of
Friends. It was kind of just a time where
me and my friends could just hang out and
have fun before school or during school.
(Participant 2)

One of the most prominent program strengths was how informal and natural the meetings
were for the students. Since a large reason why the group was formed was to assist in the
acquisition of social skills, the lack of formalities and unnatural conversation left room for real
conversation and activities to take place in the same way that would be encountered outside of
the group, leading to very transferable and practical skills for all those involved. The group was
described by Participant 1 as, “totally natural. The teacher was just kinda there as a guiding
source and to offer another support for the person with a disability. But it was definitely more of
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a way for us to hang out and connect than anything with one specific goal.” This freedom
allowed discussion on any topic that was pressing at the time, and also allowed for practice in
conversation in a normal and practical way to take outside of the classroom and into life outside.
Another strength of the program is that it not only benefited the student for whom it was
formed, but was beneficial for all who were involved. Participant 2 discussed the joy of getting
to watch their friend grow in her social skills, grow closer to their friends through the shared
experiences, and “ learn a little bit more about autism and how Participant 4 functioned and her
social aspects of life, so that was pretty cool, just learning more about Participant 4, learning how
she viewed life.” Though the group was put together specifically for the benefit of one student,
the other students did not leave the group without having been changed for the better. Even with
the natural and informal structure of the meeting times, real change occurred for everyone
involved. Whether it be learning about the nature of disability itself or simply getting to practice
their own social skills in a safe space, each student reported positive personal experiences and
outcomes from group participation.
One of perhaps the most unsurprising strengths of the program was simply the enjoyment
that it brought to the lives of the participants. Enjoyment and pure fun should not be
underestimated when it comes to friendship building and learning how to properly build one. Not
only is fun obviously preferred for students who participate in the group, but it also would be
detrimental to the success of the group to not be fun. The presence of fun and enjoyment is both
a strength and a necessity that the group had much of. “If I look back on it, it’s really fond
memories, there was a lot of laughing, and it was just people hanging out. It just felt like friends
talking” (Participant 5).
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Program Weaknesses
“Sometimes I just had to do homework” (Participant 5)
Table 5
Program Weakness Category with Associated Codes
Code

Frequency

Quote

9

I don’t want to say I got annoyed by it,
but it just seemed like this added thing
in my life that I feel like there could
have been better ways to spend my
time. (Participant 3)

Time Consuming, Manageable,
Commitment

When asked about the perceived weaknesses of the program, the main response was the
time commitment. A group that meets once a week for six years can seem daunting, especially at
the young age at which the members were when the group formed. The sheer amount of time that
the group met certainly contributed to its success, though it also could have been a hindrance for
the time that could have been used for schoolwork or other activities, such as club meetings.
The drawbacks would be sometimes, like, time, like on a day that I was busy and we had
it. I remember one year, it felt like I had a meeting for another club on the same day so
trying to make time for it sometimes would be a drawback. (Participant 1)
The strength of meeting for much time for the program and its outcomes can sometimes
be a weakness for those participating when it comes to finding the amount of time to allot to the
meetings.

Program Outcome
Whenever I had a few, mostly a few arguments with someone, you know, I would talk
about it and say it to everyone and the teacher, and then pretty sure we would talk about
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it. And, you know, coming up with different solutions to solve it to not get mad again. I
feel like that helped me. (Participant 4)
Table 6
Program Outcome Category with Associated Codes
Code

Impact

Depth of Relationship, Closeness

Student Need, Goals, Reason of
Group

Frequency

Quote

17

I think it definitely helped end the stigma a
little bit. Just, I mean, seeing what she did on a
daily basis and seeing what, because I mean,
she had like, speech therapy every day and
those teachers overlapped so just seeing what
she did every day, and I mean, it was no
different than what we did in class, it was just
in a different way. (Participant 1)

18

I was with her all the time. Circle of Friends
was like the set time with her, but because of
that, I was closer with her, so I would be with
her a lot and I think that started when she
invited me to go to Circle of Friends.
(Participant 5)

12

(You could tell that the years that we did Circle
of Friends, you could tell that Participant 4 got
better at socializing, and being around people.
(Participant 2)

The Circle of Friends group was described as having an impact on the students who
participated in it. The participants described the program not leaving them without having been
changed in one way or another.
I think that Participant 4 may have felt really special because people were there for her.
It’s not just like oh, we’re a group of friends sitting at lunch, at Circle of Friends it was
because of her that we were there, so I think she kinda felt like she was the star, almost,
which is really good. (Participant 5)
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The program deeply impacted the student for whom it was created, instilling a sense of
importance and belonging within the friend group. When asked about the perceived outcome of
the program, Participant 4 stated, “I have to say it was amazing for all those years... Ever since it
started… I mean, I thought it was never gonna happen again since it started, but I’m glad it did.
When it first started, and then later on in the year, and then the next year.” The group was
successfully able to create a lasting positive impact, partially due to the length of the program.
Not only did it create more time for impact to be made, but the fact that the students were willing
and excited to participate for so long showed a commitment to the program and the student that
fostered deep relationships and longevity.
The program increased the depth of relationships that were already formed between the
participants. The growth of the bonds of friendship was not one way, nor did it only happen
between the student for whom the group was formed and her peers, all the members of the group
grew closer to each other. “I think it strengthened our relationship a lot, um, and I think it helped
show Participant 4 that she could lean on us and gave her a safe space if she needed to talk about
any problems” (Participant 1). Friendships grew when it comes to the amount of trust between
members and an ease of talking about the hard things, but this cannot happen with a growth in
the everyday interactions as well. A new closeness was fostered for participants in the group as
time went on, and it can still be seen today, as many group members still report spending time
together and having conversations regularly. “I mean, it gave me a space to talk about stuff, too.
It definitely strengthened my relationship with everyone in it, too. I gained lifelong friendships
from it” (Participant 1).
One of the largest outcomes was the success of what the program specifically set out to
do, mainly assisting in social skills acquisition for the student for whom the group was made.
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This happened through troubleshooting and problem solving real issues that came up in the life
of the student. “It gives them a space where they can feel comfortable around people and they
can kind of just be themselves, and kind of work on their communication skills and just have
fun” (Participant 2). The group meetings provided an environment that both felt safe and was
capable of successfully addressing any issues that came up in the lives of any of the participants,
though the most frequently addressed concerns were for the benefit of the student for whom the
group was created. “I think that it helped her feel a lot more comfortable around us and it helped
us to make more of a conscious effort to make her feel included and loved” (Participant 5). This
not only was able to address current issues, but it gave the ability to know how to overcome
future issues by using the knowledge and strategies learned from time spent with peers.
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Discussion

Limitations to Research
This research is limited to one group of students in the rural lower midwest from the
same Circle of Friends group. There were only 5 students interviewed, and each interview lasted
10-20 minutes, limiting the amount of information that was able to be given by the participants.
Each participant interviewed was of the same demographic, being white females of the same age.
Participants were also known to the researcher beforehand. So the potential for bias exists due to
pre-existing relationships with participants. The length of time that the participants were in the
group ranged from 2-6 years, which does not include any short term viewpoints or benefits of the
program. The generalization of the population is limited, due to this single study.

Connection to Literature
In this study, friendship was defined as characteristics within a relationship between two
people, both as traits the relationship must have, and as ways time is spent together. The
recurring defining features of friendship, including being reliable and accountable, fit into the
previously given definition of friendship by Rossetti and Keenan of someone who is loyal, kind,
and likes the same things as you (2018). This also aligns with the activities of friendship outlined
by the participants, including enjoying time spent together by participating in casual activities
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such as bonfires, school lunchroom conversations, and just “hanging out.” The ability to enjoy
time together, especially in the mundane of everyday activities, is crucial in creating and
maintaining friendships. Demir and Özdemir (2010) also discussed the importance of support in
friendships, including the reliability that must go both ways between the people involved in the
friendship in order for it to be successful and meaningful.
Rossetti (2011) discusses how deep, meaningful friendships for people with disabilities is
possible and should be more commonplace. The participants in this study described their
relationships with other group members, including the student for whom the group was formed,
as having characteristics such as being mutually beneficial, close, and enjoyable. The friendships
were more than capable of being formed, and with the right environment, were able to flourish
and grow. Bonds created, particularly friendships with the student for whom the group was
formed, were deep, meaningful, and lasting, despite the presence of a disability. “It was a
program that was just a facilitator to get conversation going and understanding Participant 4
more, and just a deeper way for us to be friends and really understand what each of us were
dealing with in our lives” (Participant 3).
The question of how to create friendships was addressed in this study, with the most
common answer being the act of spending casual time together and having discussions about
both everyday things and the important, deep conversations of the issues that life brings,
especially within the setting of Circle of Friends. Turnbull et al. (1999) discusses the importance
of group friendships and having the opportunity to interact with students in a group setting as
opposed to one on one. Though one on one settings can be beneficial, the participants
interviewed more frequently described the time spent as a whole group as creating fond
memories and being of assistance to the acquisition of social skills for Participant 4.
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The participant for whom the group was formed in this study described the friendships
nurtured as “amazing” and “helpful” (Participant 4). This coincides with Meyer and Ostrosky’s
(2016) research, suggesting that close friendships can foster more social competence and
acceptance. The friends in the program were able to successfully give advice and peace making
methods to the student for whom the group was formed, which allowed her to solve pressing
issues, while also being prepared for how to prevent future issues from arising with the example
and assistance of her Circle members.
The perception of disability held by members of the group who were interviewed
typically included the mention of a difference between them and their peers, but often negated
the impact it had on the ability to make friendships. They sometimes described someone with a
disability as having different needs, saying, “I would say that a disability is just whenever you
have to live your life a different way than what people normally have to. So you just kind of have
to conform to a difference in your life” (Participant 2). Rossetti (2011) discusses friendships
between students with a disability and without as the student without a disability taking on a
“helper” role within the friendship. This coincides with some of the participants in the study
thinking of students with a disability as requiring extra assistance to get through the ins and outs
of everyday life.

Applying the Results: Implications for Teachers
One of the largest benefits that came from the group studied was it’s natural and organic
nature. The lack of a “script” allowed for real social situations to be played out and discussed
when necessary, and did not force a feeling of being disingenuous. The opportunity to play
games, carry on a conversation about a topic chosen by the students, and meet in an informal
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environment allowed for the building of skills and friendships in the most natural way possible.
Too much structure or forced activity may take away from the natural feel of the group, leading
to it feeling as a chore or duty as opposed to simply enjoying the company of friends.
One way teachers could assess the state of a Circle of Friends group is by checking its
enjoyableness for the students in it. If the students are not enjoying time spent in the group, it
may be a sign that the students have not been given enough choice in the activities they
participate in, it feels too forced, or the students are not getting along. Enjoyment of time spent in
the group can be a sign pointing to real and organic friendships and interactions happening for
the students.
Another way for teachers to implement this program is by finding a time that works for
everyone involved. As the largest drawback for the program seemed to be the time commitment
and other activities cropping up during the same time slot that was allotted for the meetings,
finding a time that will not be conflicting with other activities and forcing the students to choose
between the two would be a good way to ensure consistent participation from the students. This,
as well as setting an amount of time that is not too strenuous on the students’ schedules, will best
lead to eager participation and a lack of unnecessary strain put on the students by the program.

Implications for Future Research
An area that would benefit from additional research would be if participating in the same
COF for years versus different COF groups over the years changed perceptions of participants. It
may be beneficial to discover if students being around the same group of peers for all years or if
having a new group of peers at intervals is more beneficial to the students’ acquisition of social
skills and levels of enjoyment for time spent in the group could shed light on the best way to run
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a group. Research could also be done based on some students staying in the group and having
others rotate out could be a viable option to have a balance between forming deep relationships
with some students and having a wide variety of personalities to interact with and learn from.
Research comparing the benefits found for groups that meet for shorter versus longer
periods of time would also be beneficial. There were benefits seen for the students who
participated in the group, but would having a shorter or longer period of time that the group
meets make it more or less beneficial for the students? Research on if there is a length of time
that is too short to be beneficial, or too long to not be redundant, will help find if there is an ideal
middle ground for how long a group should be active to get the most out of it.
As every student who participated in this study is of the white, female demographic, more
research can be done on the potential benefits of having a more diverse group. Factors such as
race, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, and cultural background all should be explored
when it comes to the ability to make friendships, maintain friendships, gain transferable social
skills, and enjoyableness of the group. Having a more diverse group of participants should be
studied for the potential benefits associated with cross cultural friendships.
The group studied met with the goal of increasing social skills for the single student with
a disability in the group. Additional research can be completed on the potential benefits, or lack
thereof, of having two students with disabilities in the same group. Research on the benefits for
the students with a disability and the students without would be beneficial when it comes to
group formation and choosing the students who will be participating, and if it is better to form
one or two groups for two focus students.
This will assist in informing the group facilitator in how much involvement to have in
the interactions between students. This research should also explore how much structure in a
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group is the most beneficial, if there is a lack of structure that is detrimental to the group, and if
there is too much structure for natural interactions to flourish.
The participants perception of sameness and how or if it changes during group
participation could be a beneficial point of future research. Research on how the students with
and without a disability view sameness before joining the group, during participation in the
group, and after group participation has ended, can shed light on whether or not group
participation has an impact on how the students view sameness, and if so, to what extent.
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Appendix A
Interview Questions
1. What is your age?
2. What grades did you participate in Circle of Friends? How many years did you
participate?
3. How did you come to be involved in Circle of Friends?
4. What is the definition of disability?
5. What is the definition of relationship? What is the definition of friendship?
6. How would you describe the Circle of Friends Program?
-Was it scripted? Was it more natural?
7. Describe your level of involvement in COF.
8. Describe your relationship with the participants in Circle of Friends over time. Describe
the time spent out of class with circle members.
9.

Did you think your Circle of Friends peers were different than you? Was there a moment
when you saw them as “other” or “just like me”? Describe how Circle of Friends helped
form that opinion.

10. What does the word inclusion mean? Has this changed over time?
11. Describe how you viewed time spent in Circle of Friends?
12. What were the outcomes of COF?
13. What were the benefits or drawbacks of participating in Circle of Friends?
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Appendix B
Consent Form

Consent to Participate in Research
Study Title: How Does This Benefit Me?: A Case Study of the Long-Term Impacts of Circle of
Friends Participation
Investigator
Casey Webb, Student
Department of Education
Guyton Hall
The University of Mississippi
University, MS 38677
(573) 587-9134
Clwebb5@go.olemiss.edu

Advisor
Sara Platt, Faculty, Ph.D.
Department of Education
316 Guyton Hall
The University of Mississippi
University, MS 38677
(662) 915-7123
saplatt@olemiss.edu

By checking this box I certify that I am 18 years of age or older.
What you will do for this study
You will log into the Zoom meeting at the appointed time. You will be asked to answer survey
questions about your experience in Circle of Friends.
Videotaping / Audiotaping
You will be videotaped while completing the interview so that we can quote your interview
answers and take better notes – more accurately.
Time required for this study
This study will take about 1 hour
Possible risks from your participation
Please see the Confidentiality section for information on how we minimize the risk of a breach of
confidentiality, which is the only risk anticipated with this study.
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Benefits from your participation
You should not expect benefits from participating in this study. However, you might experience
satisfaction from contributing to scientific knowledge.
Confidentiality
All information in the study will be collected from you anonymously: it will not be possible for
anyone to associate you with your responses.
Research team members will have access to your records. We will protect confidentiality by
coding and then physically separating information that identifies you from your responses (which
is even safer than how medical records are stored today).
Members of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) – the committee responsible for reviewing the
ethics of, approving, and monitoring all research with humans – have authority to access all
records. However, the IRB will request identifiers only when necessary. We will not release
identifiable results of the study to anyone else without your written consent unless required by
law.

Confidentiality and Use of Video/Audio Tapes
Video recording will be used to ensure accurate recording of responses. It is also used for
reliability purposes between evaluators
1. Only researchers on the research team will have access.
2. Tapes will be kept until the end of the study – which is expected to be spring semester,
2021
3. Tapes will be stored on a secure password protected UM Box account. Only the primary
researcher will have direct access to this.

Right to Withdraw (Adapt language to your study)
You do not have to volunteer for this study, and there is no penalty if you refuse. If you start the
study and decide that you do not want to finish, just tell the experimenter / close your web
browser.
The researchers may stop your participation in the study without your consent and for any
reason, such as protecting your safety or protecting the integrity of the research data.
IRB Approval
This study has been reviewed by The University of Mississippi’s Institutional Review Board
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(IRB). If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a research participant,
please contact the IRB at (662) 915-7482 or irb@olemiss.edu.
Please ask the researcher if there is anything that is not clear or if you need more information.
When all your questions have been answered, then decide if you want to be in the study or not.
Statement of Consent
I have read the above information. I have been given an unsigned copy of this form. I have had
an opportunity to ask questions, and I have received answers. I consent to participate in the
study.
I agree that I am 18 years or older.
Furthermore, I also affirm that the experimenter explained the study to me and told me about the
study’s risks as well as my right to refuse to participate and to withdraw.

Signature of Participant

Date

Printed name of Participant
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Appendix C
IRB Approval

Mon 8/24/2020 12:24 PM
irb@olemiss.edu
IRB Exempt Determination of 21x-024
To

Casey Webb <clwebb5@go.olemiss.edu>

PI:

This is to inform you that your application to conduct research with human participants, “How
Does This Benefit Me?: A Case Study of the Impact of Long Term Circle of Friends
Participation" (Protocol #21x-024), has been determined as Exempt under 45 CFR
46.101(b)(#2).

Please remember that all of The University of Mississippi’s human participant research
activities, regardless of whether the research is subject to federal regulations, must be guided
by the ethical principles in The Belmont Report: Ethical Principles and Guidelines for the
Protection of Human Subjects of Research.

It is especially important for you to keep these points in mind:

•

You must protect the rights and welfare of human research participants.
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•

Any changes to your approved protocol must be reviewed and approved before initiating

those changes.

•

You must report promptly to the IRB any injuries or other unanticipated problems

involving risks to participants or others.

•

If research is to be conducted during class, the PI must email the instructor and ask if

they wish to see the protocol materials (surveys, interview questions, etc) prior to research
beginning.

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact the IRB at irb@olemiss.edu.

COVID-19 Update: The UM IRB/IACUC is continuing operations while working remotely. The fastest way
to reach our staff is via email at irb@olemiss.edu/iacuc@olemiss.edu.

Mary K. Jourdan, Ph.D.
Research Compliance Specialist, Research Integrity and Compliance
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs
The University of Mississippi
213 Barr Hall
University, MS 38677-1848

irb@olemiss.edu | www.olemiss.edu

This message is the property of The University of Mississippi and is intended only for the use of Addressee(s)and may contain information
that is PRIVILEGED, CONFIDENTIAL and/or EXEMPT FROM DISCLOSURE under University policy or applicable law. If you are not the
intended recipient, you are hereby notified that any disclosure, copying, distribution, or use of the information contained herein is STRICTLY
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PROHIBITED. If you receive this communication in error, please destroy all copies of the message, whether in electronic or hardcopy format,
as well as attachments and immediately contact the sender by replying to this e-mail.

REMINDER: YOU CANNOT HAVE CONTACT WITH RESEARCH SUBJECTS UNTIL YOU
RECEIVE THE FORMAL IRB PROTOCOL APPROVAL LETTER OR EMAIL
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